During the last decade interest in the cause and prevention of mental deficiency has steadily and rapidly increased. The culmination of this interest was reached last year with the appearance of the Report of the Departmental Committee on Sterilization,(1) which purports to outline the best means for the eradication of this blemish on our civilization. Before, however, there can be promulgated any satisfactory prophylactic or remedial measures it is necessary that the nature of the problem be fully understood as well as the cause or causes of the condition discovered. Unfortunately, so far as the nature of mental deficiency is concerned there prevails the greatest confusion of thought, and regarding the cause it can, I think, be truthfully stated that we are for the most part still in complete ignorance. In the present paper I intend to limit my attention almost entirely to the former question-the nature of mental deficiency-because without a proper appreciation of this fundamental point absolutely wrong methods of study in a search after the probable cause might be, as they indeed have been, adopted.
The introduction of the measurement of intelligence (i.e., the determination of the mental ratio) is one of the real advances within our time in the study of mental deficiency. By this means we are now able not only to recognise its presence with a definiteness that was previously impossible, but we are also permitted to estimate the degree of the mental retardation. At the same time, however, it has unfortunately led to some very wrong conceptions. It is, for instance, chiefly responsible for the modern tendency to consider the mental state as the only factor in the question. Since the mental retardation is without doubt the most serious element in the case, both from the medical and sociological aspects, there is perhaps some excuse for this point of view, but it is an attitude which can produce nothing but confusion because it brings about a grouping together of Injury at birth seemed from the analysis to be a factor of more importance in the aetiology of mental deficiency. This conclusion was supported by the frequent history of a difficult birth and the high. incidence of first children as well as the youth and age of the mother. Another fact which emerged from the investigation was the greater difference in the ages of the parents of mentally deficient children than in the case of the parents of a control series of mentally sound children belonging to the same social class.
